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ABSTRACT
RACIAL REPRESENTATION, AGENCY, AND NUDITY ON GIRLS
Katharine J. Willis, M.A.
Department of Communication
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Dr. Bill Cassidy, Director

This study examined feminism as seen on the HBO series, Girls. Elements of feminism
that were broken down into three main categories include racial representation, agency, and
nudity. A total of 28 episodes of Girls were content analyzed in an attempt to measure the
frequency of occurrences outlined in the three main categories. The results of this study indicate
that the feminism on Girls is questionable. Non-white characters were never depicted in a main
role, instead occupying supporting and background roles. An overwhelming percent of the
characters were coded as white. The agency category results show that main characters on Girls
tend to not solve their problems independently. Nudity was assessed on whether it was positive,
negative, or neutral, and the results show that the nudity on the show was depicted frequently
more positive or neutral than negative.

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
DEKALB, ILLINOIS
MAY 2018

RACIAL REPRESENTATION, AGENCY, AND NUDITY ON GIRLS

BY
KATHARINE J. WILLIS
© 2018 Katharine J. Willis
A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE
MASTER OF ARTS

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION

Thesis Director:
Bill P. Cassidy

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
LIST OF TABLES…………………………………………………………….................... iv
Chapter
1. INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………………........

1

History of Girls…………………………………………………………….............

2

Feminist Inquiry……………………………………………………………............

3

2. LITERATURE REVIEW………………………………………………………......

6

Racial Representation……………………………………………………………....

10

Empowerment/Agency…………………………………………………………….. 13
Nudity……………………………………………………………............................

17

Academic Studies of Girls……………………………………………...…...….….

19

Research Questions…………………………………………………………...........

22

3. METHOD……………………………………………………………......................

23

Content Analysis……………………………………………………………...........

23

Population and Sample……………………………………………………………..

24

Operational Definition of Concepts………………………………………………... 24
The Pilot Test and Intercoder Reliability………………………………………….. 28
4. RESULTS……………………………………………………………......................

30

Research Question One……………………………………………………………. 30
Research Question Two……………………………………………………………. 31
Research Question Three……………………………………………………..……

34

5. DISCUSSION……………………………………………………………...............

37

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………...................

50

LIST OF APPENDICES

Appendix

Page

A.

CODING PROTOCOL………………………………………………………….

55

B.

CODING SHEET……………………………………………………………….. 60

C.

EPISODE LIST………………………………………………………………….. 62

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page

1. Racial Representation on Girls……………………………………………………

30

2. Roles of Non-white Characters……………………………………………………

31

3. Overall Problem-solving…………………………………………………..………

32

4. Problem-solving by Character……………………………………………………..

32

5. Problem-solving by Category……………………………………………………...

33

6. Characters’ Problem Types…………………………………………………...…… 34
7. Distribution of Nudity by Characters…………………………….………...……… 35
8. Distribution of Nudity……………………………………………………………… 36
9. Portrayal of Nudity in Sexual Scenes………………………………….…….…….. 36
10. Portrayal of Nudity in Non-Sexual Scenes……………………......………….…….. 36

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This thesis is a feminist examination via content analysis of the award winning and
controversial Home Box Office (HBO) series, Girls, a television program some scholars have
said is worthy of examination, due at least in part to criticisms the show received in the press
(Nash & Whelehan, 2017). The show, which focused on the post-college life of four millennials
has been the subject of feminist inquiries utilizing discourse analysis and other qualitative
approaches (e.g., Nygaard, 2013; Perkins, 2014).
These studies argue that the show warrants a feminist examination because of its
persistent use of “body politics” (Ford, 2016), its arguably feminist critique of practicing gender
(Fuller & Driscoll, 2015), and its honest depiction of the triumphs and trials of female friendship
(Bell, 2013). Nash and Whelehan (2017) explain that their reasoning for studying Girls was
rooted in the idea that “representing feminism in popular culture is a tricky project,” and that
there is an important feminist inquiry that they want answered: “If Girls is intended as Dunham’s
feminist ‘mission statement’ in popular culture terms, then legitimate questions can be asked of
its focus on white middle-class young women” (p. 2).
The feminist or empowering nature of Girls is challenged in existing literature (Nash &
Grant, 2015; Lehman, 2014; Bell, 2013), and there was backlash that the show received
revolving around its lack of diversity in its cast (e.g., Holmes, 2012; Watson, 2015). Therefore,
this study will add to the literature by examining racial representation and empowerment in terms
of the main characters’ abilities to solve their own problems.
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History of Girls

In April 2012, HBO premiered the millennial response to the 1998 sexually-liberating
drama, Sex and the City, the drama/comedy Girls. Creator and co-writer of Girls, Lena Dunham,
led the cast as the “entitled, unambitious” (DeCarvalho, 2013, p. 369) Hannah Horvath, an
aspiring writer living in Brooklyn. The cast also includes Hannah’s friends, who are “equally
narcissistic” (Whelehan, 2017, p. 33), Marnie, Jessa, and Shoshanna.
Hannah is “selfish, needy, and immature” (Berg, 2017) and in the series the audience
learns about her struggles with mental illness, specifically obsessive-compulsive disorder. Her
best friends from college, Marnie and Jessa, are total opposites. Marnie is described by Berg
(2017) as “impossible” and is a Type-A personality who is interested in music and art, and
eventually becomes an aspiring musician on the series. Whelehan (2017) calls Jessa a “free
spirit” who has traveled the world extensively, and who sometimes prefers to be isolated and
alone. Jessa’s cousin, Shoshanna, is the only main character still completing her undergraduate
college career when the series begins. Shoshanna is innocent and virginal at the start of the
series, and she is showcased as very bubbly and energetic (Whelehan, 2017).
Dunham wrote the original pitch for Girls roughly two years before its premiere. The
Hollywood Reporter released the pitch in an article published in February 2017, with Dunham
referring back to it as “pretentious.” Ultimately what Dunham wanted to accomplish through
creating Girls was to tell the story of the lives of her friends and herself. The last few lines of
the pitch read: “They're beautiful and maddening. They're self-aware and self-obsessed. They're
your girlfriends and daughters and sisters and employees. They're my friends and I've never seen
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them on TV.” The main characters are faced with relationship and friendship struggles, financial
problems, and coming to terms with their unique vulnerabilities (Nash & Whelehan, 2017).
In the show’s first season, the viewership reached one million in two episodes. The
subsequent seasons seldom saw one million viewers again, instead ranging from 300,000 to
800,000 (Kondolojy, 2017). Moreover, Girls’ accolades per IMDb include a Golden Globe in
2013 for Best Television Series – Comedy or Musical, a Primetime Emmy in 2012 for
Outstanding Casting for a Comedy Series, and an award for Outstanding Directorial
Achievement in Comedy Series from the Directors Guild of America. The series concluded in
April 2017, with Lena Dunham telling Rolling Stone that she’s “excited to let someone else be
the poster girl for white liberalism,” and ultimately felt the show ran its course.
An article published by Forbes around the time of Girls’ final episode makes the point
that Girls “did more than contribute to the cultural conversation, it influenced it” (Berg, 2017).
Its influence derived from the show’s “rawness,” where Berg argues a new “conventional and
mumblecore” genre was created. Mumblecore is a genre, according to Lim (2007) of the New
York Times, that “concerns itself with the mundane vacillations of postcollegiate existence.”
The “youthful and original” voice that Girls possessed is seen again in the HBO series, Insecure,
and Berg contends that this type of voice is one HBO “had little experience with before Girls.”

Feminist Inquiry

Feminist inquiry can be defined as “the nature of knowledge” pertaining to feminism. It
“probes absences, silences, omissions, and distortions in order to challenge common sense
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understandings” (Hawkesworth, 2006, p. 3). Feminist inquiry asks what makes feminist research
distinctive, how feminist uses of traditional methods differ from nonfeminist uses, and how these
inquiries “represent important insights into the nature of knowledge?” (Hawkesworth, 2006, p.
1). Hawkesworth adds that feminist inquiry is designed to provide “interdisciplinary feminist
scholars and students with the tools to answer” (p. 1) said questions.
Feminist attributes portrayed in media content, including magazines, television series,
and feature films, are continuously being evaluated and scrutinized by academic researchers. In
some instances, scholarly examinations of media using a feminist critique challenge the
hypersexualization of women’s images in advertisements, which is discussed in studies by Gill
(2007) and McRobbie (2009).
Other areas in this inquiry address the difficulty in defining “patriarchy, sexism, and
feminism” (Press, 2011, p. 112) within popular media. This inquiry is important because there
are serious impacts of media representations of “women, gender, and sexuality” (Press, 2011, p.
107) that are necessary to be understood in the realm of feminist scholarship. More specific
feminist media content inquiries ask whether advertisements or television series can really be
described as feminist if they are not representative of the average women’s body (Gill, 2006;
Press, 2011). In other words, authentic feminist media would make a point to include a diverse
range of body types in order to combat “surveillance of women’s bodies but not men’s” (Gill,
2007, p. 151). Research that addresses the surveillance of women’s bodies is important because
it highlights how “excessive” and “punitive” the regulation of women’s bodies in popular culture
is, so much so that “women can be indicted for having ‘fat ankles’ or ‘laughter lines’” (Gill,
2007, pp. 150-151).
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Lotz (2001) explored race and class representation and their relation to feminist media
content. She suggests that the implications of depicting “upper- and middle-class white women
seeking careers” in popular television series only further perpetuates negative or ignorant views
of working-class women of color (pp. 108-109). The underrepresentation of non-white feminists
in the media is also brought to the surface in research (Carby, 1996; Watson, 2015).
Prominent feminist media scholars such as Faludi (1991), McRobbie (2009), and Douglas
(2010) argue in their scholarship that “the overall power of the feminist movement to effect
meaningful social change has been tempered by backlashes against feminism” (Press, 2011, p.
111). Therefore, the effects, both positive and negative, of feminist media content is also an
element of feminist explorations in academe. Research that is comprised of feminist inquiries in
media content is conducted to provoke “feminist shifts and gains” (Lotz, 2001, p. 108). Put
differently, the reasoning behind the research conducted by these scholars is primarily to
illuminate either the need for change in feminism or to document the changes that have been
made thus far (McRobbie, 2009).

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Accurately defining feminism is a complicated task, and questions of what is feminism
and who are feminists are posed by “activists in the contemporary women’s movement, by
scholars, in the press, and in informal conversation” (Offen, 1988, p. 119). Offen said that when
it comes to summarizing feminism and its overarching goals, “everyone seems to have different
answers, and every answer is infused with a political and emotional charge” (p. 119).
Offen (1988) described feminism as a “theory and/or movement concerned with
advancing the position of women through such means as achievement of political, legal, or
economic rights equal to those granted men” (p. 123). Put differently, feminism can be thought
of as a “concept or ideology,” where the primary focus is women fighting for sociopolitical
change while simultaneously calling attention to male privilege (Offen, 1988).
Split into three waves, the origins of feminism can be traced back to the late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries, where the original intent was campaigning for women’s right to
vote (Magarey, 2001). Crusmac (2013) elaborates in greater detail the three waves of feminism.
The first wave deals with what is known as equality feminism, the second wave is dubbed
difference feminism, and finally, the third wave, which began around 1990, focuses on autonomy
feminism (Crusmac, 2013).
The first-wave is described as equality feminism because it deals with women fighting to
obtain an equal legal status with men (Crusmac, 2013). This movement had a central focus on
political and working rights, as first-wave feminists were concerned with calling attention to the
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“need for women’s economic independence” and challenging the “troubling question of sexual
difference in the political domain” (Magarey, 2001, p. 30). The first-wave movement sought to
“regulate women’s work” and to put into effect “full voting rights for all women” (Crusmac,
2013, p. 3).
Within the first-wave, what became known as “liberal” feminism and “socialist/Marxist”
feminism burgeoned. The overlap between these two distinctions is that they both believed in
and fought for equal opportunities for men and women, but socialist/Marxist feminism “focused
particularly on working-class women and their involvement in class struggle and socialist
revolution” (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005, pp. 6-7).
The distinction between first-wave feminism and second-wave feminism was made after
the women’s liberation movement rose to prominence in the 1960s (Freeman, 1999). Freeman
credits the Civil Rights Movement as a central motivator in the creation of both second-wave
feminism and the women’s liberation movement. In an earlier article by Freeman (1973), she
describes the women’s liberation movement of the mid-sixties as “a network through which
women could easily reach other [women]” since a network like this “had not previously existed
among women” (p. 802).
Where the second-wave is concerned, equality was not yet officially achieved since
women within the second-wave were still subject to things like the wage gap and rampant sexism
in the workplace (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004). Pilcher and Whelehan point to women’s need for
equality in the private sphere, and the “liberation from the oppressiveness of a patriarchally
defined society” (p. 52). Here, patriarchy and its archaic expectations that women are submissive
and second-tier to men are challenged. Pilcher and Whelehan claim that liberation, in this case, is
from claiming complete independence as a social agent, which entails a conscious breakaway
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from the gendered expectation that women are submissive and must succumb to men’s
dominance. When women reject this submissive role and challenge the dominance of men, they
are questioning the patriarchy’s integrity and presenting themselves as liberated and separate
from the patriarchal hierarchy (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004).
The fight for agency of one’s own body was also a major part of second-wave feminism.
Women throughout the 1960s, 70s, and 80s fought for the right for access to contraceptives, and
“legal sanctions against rape, sexual harassment, and domestic violence” (Crusmac, 2013, p. 4).
The second-wave was sometimes interpreted as being “radical,” and became no stranger to
garnering mass amounts of public attention (Crusmac, 2013).
For example, in 1968 and 1969, feminists protested the Miss America Pageants. The
argument against the pageants was that they perpetuated oppression of women through
subjecting them to be the object of the male-gaze. The goal of the protest was to break free from
the tradition of pageants was an act of liberation (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005). Krolokke and
Sorensen write that Miss America was referred to as “oppressive,” and in addition to the protests
against it, feminists of the second-wave also staged “types of theatrical activism” such as
throwing “gendered artifacts, such as bras, girdles, false eyelashes, high heels, and makeup” (p.
8).
Another important element of the second-wave is some of the backlash it received by
groups of women who were not white and heterosexual. In 1981, bell hooks published a book
entitled: Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism. This response to feminism came to be
known as identity feminism, where questions as to why predominately white, middle-class, and
heterosexual women were featured as the faces of the feminist agenda. This response originated
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during the second-wave but continued on with a strong present in the third-wave (Krolokke &
Sorensen, 2005).
Third-wave feminism is, in essence, an ongoing response to second-wave feminism and
what are believed to be its shortcomings, namely its emphasis on a white narrative (Lotz, 2003).
The issue of feminism’s lack of non-white voices is still intact in the 2010s, although it is
working to continuously expand in order to encompass post-feminism and women of color
feminists (Lotz, 2003). The need for women of color to distinguish themselves in the realm of
feminism has to do with criticisms of feminism being too “white,” often referred to as “white
feminism.” Breines (1996) claims that white women’s “class and race privileges often kept them
from comprehending black women’s situations” (p. 107).
Feminists within the third-wave see themselves as “capable, strong, and assertive social
agents” (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005, p. 15), which directly opposes the patriarchal hierarchy
which sees women as having to accept their role is beneath men, and therefore are not
recognized as equipped at being their own independent, confident social agent. In a way to
condemn stereotypes used against them, feminists in the late 1990s reclaimed the word “girl”
and altered it to become “grrl,” which McNaughton (1997) describes in her “Internet Tour” to
mean “young at heart and not limited to under 18.” Moreover, they “seek to reclaim formerly
derogatory labels such as ‘slut’ and ‘bitch’” (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005, p. 17).
Existing research deals with the blurred line between third-wave feminism and postfeminism as seen in media (Scharff & Gill, 2010; Nash & Grant, 2015). Third-wave feminism
and post-feminism are both responses to the second-wave movement, while post-feminism is
admittedly hard to define by scholars, with Gill (2007) calling it a “sensibility” that “seeks to
examine what is distinctive about contemporary articulations of gender in the media” (p. 149).
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Diversifying feminism through creating alliances between black women, the LGBTQ
community, and the “heteronormative” white women is another part of the third-wave that saw
its early origins in the second-wave. By working to include gender identity politics into the
feminist agenda of the third wave, feminist rhetoric becomes more inclusive and representative
(Carby, 1996).
Carby makes her plea that the issue of racism in contemporary society ought to be
incorporated in mainstream feminist rhetoric. She goes on to say:
Three concepts central to feminist theory become problematic in their application to black women's
lives: "the family," "patriarchy," and "reproduction." When used they are placed in a context of the
herstory of white (frequently middle-class) women and become contradictory when applied to the
lives and experiences of black women (p. 112).

The argument that Carby makes also sheds insight on the difficulty specifically black
women deal with when it comes to constructing their gender, since this construction is also
subject to racism, unlike white women’s construction of their gender.
Molyneux (2002) writes that the feelings of liberation and empowerment a white woman
displays by becoming self-sufficient and financially independent may not even be a possibility
for her black counterpart. This glaring inequality between individuals of the same gender is
precisely why racism has to be a part of feminist ideology in order to truly be successful in its
fight for equality (Molyneux, 2002).

Racial Representation

Carby (1996) illuminates the fact that black women have always been a part of feminist
rhetoric, yet their stories and voices are overshadowed by their white counterparts. It is because
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of this issue that the representation of a multitude of races within feminist rhetoric and feminist
media is of utmost importance (Watson, Mitchell & Shaw, 2015).
As stated earlier, second-wave feminism coincided with the Civil Rights Movement of
the 1950s and 60s, and although women of color identified with and grew to be a part of
feminism, it also became clear to them that they were not the “faces” of the feminist movement
(Freeman, 1999). Krolokke & Sorensen (2005) state that the voices and concerns of women of
color were overshadowed by those of white, heterosexual women specifically, and therefore a
racial division within the feminist agenda emerged. Black women who identified as feminists
created their own organizations, among them Black Women Organized for Action (BWOA) and
the National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO) (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005).
Krolokke and Sorensen state that black feminism “tended to diversify into different
standpoints and identities” and women of color spoke of themselves as “other Others” (p. 13).
This distinction was deemed necessary because of the rampant criticism circulating around
Western feminists “speaking naively” on behalf of women of color. Even though “white
feminism” was not the term explicitly used, this criticism marks the beginning of its origins.
However, the differences women of color and white women have in their quest for
equality should not be viewed as inherently negative. In fact, Yuval-Davis (1994) warns that the
process of obtaining equality “should not homogenize the ‘other.’ As there are diverse positions
and points of view among people who are similarly rooted, so there are among the members of
the other group” (p. 15). Put differently, these differences should be celebrated and used as a way
to try to come together and celebrate the diversity in feminist viewpoints.
Roth (2003) argues that the second-wave ought to be understood as a “group of
feminisms,” and these feminisms “were articulated in diverse political communities” (p. 3). Roth
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also notes that black and white feminists “influenced each other’s thinking” and that there still
was a real and personal connection between them as they moved forward in their activism during
the second-wave. Despite the fact that feminism meant something slightly different to black
feminists than it did to white feminists, a common ground was still maintained for the most part.
Ultimately, the separation is still a huge part of how feminism is understood now
(Watson, Mitchel & Shaw, 2015). White women who seem to be concerned exclusively with a
feminist agenda that fits rigidly in their own race may be subject to scrutiny from their black
women counterparts. What is known as “white feminism” is often used negatively—as a
reminder that the issues that white women face differ from those that women of color in general
might face (Carby, 1996).
Johnson (1988) poses the question of “why” white feminist scholars opted to write only
about themselves. Johnson then goes on to suggest that “self-knowledge is a prerequisite to
feminism” (p. 35), so it makes sense that these women would choose to write about their own
personal experiences without giving much thought to how those experiences might differ from
experiences women of color have. In one sense, “this problem yielded an obliviousness to
diversity” (p. 35), and in another sense there is an assumption that women of color experience
sexism and the patriarchy in similar ways to white women.
Some scholars suggest that white women focus simply on oppression as it applies to
them. Lorde (2000) states that white women are concerned with “their oppression as women and
ignore differences of race, sexual preference, class and age” and argues that the homogeneity in
the term “sisterhood” does not exist (p. 289). In short, equal representation of race in feminism
has long been thought to be nonexistent. White feminist narrative—though not necessarily
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maliciously—seldom consists of all-inclusive language and fails to incorporate the struggles of
women of color in a meaningful way.
There is a blatant underrepresentation of women of color in feminist rhetoric, just as there
is similarly an underrepresentation of people of color in television series. Squire (1994) found
that pervasive underrepresentation of non-white characters on television is often met with a “set
of sitcom and drama clichés” (p. 69) in non-white characters as a response. People of color and
their underwhelming representation on television is a noted concern of scholars (Fife, 1987;
Grey, 1989; Ziegler & White, 1990). Further, depictions of minority groups in television series
have been found to repeatedly “emphasized negative and stereotypical images” (Mastro &
Robinson, 2000, p. 385).
Tukachinsky, Mastro, and Yarchi (2017) find in their study that although “substantial
improvements have occurred over the decades, in many ways these groups remain defined by a
limited volume and range of representations” (p. 539). Black Americans have a history of being
represented as “unflattering” and in “disparaging roles on television, emphasizing criminality
and idleness” (Tukachinsky, Mastro, & Yarchi, 2017, p. 540). Other ways blacks and other
minorities are depicted on television tend to gravitate more toward unemployed, aggressive
criminals or “thugs.”

Empowerment/Agency

Bystydzienski (1992) defines empowerment as a process where “oppressed persons gain
some control over their lives by taking part with others in development of activities and
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structures that allow people increased involvement in matters which affect them directly” (p. 3).
For a slightly more in-depth definition, consider Huyer and Sikoska (2003):
[Empowerment is] a process that leads women to perceive themselves as capable of undertaking
decisions and making choices about their lives, which in turn requires sufficient levels of selfconfidence and assertiveness. Empowerment, therefore, necessarily embodies challenging
patriarchy at all its levels of expression: social structures and relationships, moral and cultural
values and norms, and institutions and power (p. 3).

Over the duration of the three noted waves of feminism, the fight for equality between men and
women has been thought to be empowering in and of itself (Johnson, 1988). Johnson also
contests that bringing attention to the toxicity of the patriarchy and misogynistic viewpoints
embedded in societies has strengthened, shaped, and defined feminist ideology as a whole.
Kabeer (1999) found that women’s empowerment per feminist discourse is concerned
mainly with “power, capability, rights, interests, choices, and control” (p. 13). There is a notable
significance placed on what is referred to as “resources,” which include, but are not limited to,
possessing a voice or public presence, strength and self-confidence, and political participation and
knowledge. This dimension of empowerment is concerned with women being active advocates for
their own equality (Kabeer, 1999).
Green (2008) argues that it is patriarchy that women’s empowerment “seeks to address”
(p. 371). When she elaborates on what patriarchy means, she contends that it:
asserts the superiority of all males to all females and arranges this fundamental inequality in a
hierarchal order in which middle aged men now hold primary power over all others, controlling
economies, militaries, educational and religious institutions (p. 371).

A notable part of Green’s definition is that women’s empowerment leads to change. For
instance, when women challenge and initiate change in “oppressive and repressive structures and
ideologies” (p. 372), they are attempting to shape women’s empowerment efforts on a societal or

15
macro level. Pearson (2004) states that macro empowerment relates to the notion that “the
personal is political” by exercising this idea on a societal level.
Women’s empowerment, according to Charmes and Wieringa (2003), is comprised of
different processes that exist within the women’s empowerment matrix Charmes and Wieringa
created. It begins with awareness and consciousness, which in other words means “education to
the existence of alternatives, and from political conditions to subjective factors such as inner
strength and self-esteem” (p. 425). This merges into the idea that women who are exercising
their empowerment know of the choices they have available and possessing the ability to make
“meaningful decisions.”
Women must have knowledge about their “patriarchal oppression to understand the need
for their empowerment and the need to challenge patriarchy” (Green, 2008, p. 380). Eventually,
the outcome of possessing this knowledge and acting upon it results in an increased ability to
make decisions and to actively exercise agency (Charmes & Wieringa, 2003; Green, 2008).
In essence, women’s empowerment derives from a secure sense of agency. “Agency may
imply meaningful and purposeful intervention, the construction of something new” (Charmes &
Wieringa, 2003, p. 426). Agency can lead to outcomes that include the choice to fight for
education rights, setting up a women’s group, or resisting a relationship they do not want to
pursue (Charmes & Wieringa, 2003).
Examining agency is an important factor in measuring empowerment, and it can be
summarized as the ability to participate in decision-making. Conversely, women who rely too
heavily on guidance from sources outside of themselves would not be exercising empowerment
(Charmes & Wieringa, 2003). Additionally, women who exhibit self-confidence and sureness in
their actions are thought to be demonstrating their empowerment (Kabeer, 1999).
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Peirce (1993) describes an empowered woman benefiting from feminism as a “new
woman,” who overcomes the “socialization that limits her to stereotypically feminine roles,
attributes, and behaviors” (p. 59). Peirce alludes to previous studies when she notes that women
are often depicted as being “passive, insecure, vulnerable, and naïve” (Friedan, 1963) and they
are only “in control of their fate a quarter of the time” (Lugenbeel, 1974). These depictions
influenced Peirce’s decision to measure really how frequently women in magazine fiction made
significant personal decisions on their own terms.
Moreover, Peirce stated that her study was designed to “find out more about the
socialization messages in teen magazines” (p. 61) and that girls or women in teen-magazine
fiction would be more likely to be portrayed as dependent rather than independent. Peirce
examined 104 stories in Seventeen and ‘Teen magazines between the years 1987-1991. She
decided to look at dependence because of its importance in gender-role research. Peirce
ultimately found that the stories often portrayed protagonists as being embroiled in a conflict that
related to a boy, and that in 62% of the stories, the main character depended on someone else to
solve their problem for them.
In a subsequent study, Peirce (1997) looked specifically at roles, attributes, and
occupations of the main characters in women’s magazine fiction. The article starts off by
highlighting that women characters are typically portrayed as “attractive, single, white, and
younger than 45.” The potentially harmful implications of women being forced into gender roles
provides a backdrop for the importance of the study and gives insight as to why Peirce is
interested in illuminating the messages that are being promoted in popular women’s magazines.
Peirce (1997) shares that out of 125 examined main characters, only 10 were a different
nationality and 7 a different race. As far as problem-solving as a measure of dependence, fewer
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than half of the main characters solved their problems independently. The occupations of the
main characters in question prove to be stereotypical, with 76% of the characters in Redbook
magazine in a stereotypical occupation, and 89% present in Ladies’ Home Journal.

Nudity

David Hinckley of the New York Daily News writes about a Television Critics
Association panel where a male writer asked Dunham why her character was “naked at random
times for no reason,” to which Dunham responded with: “It’s a realistic expression of what it’s
like to be alive.” Ford (2016) is in favor of Hannah’s nudity and suggests that Dunham uses her
naked body as a way to display empowerment, where body politics are addressed and, in some
ways, rejected.
Dunham’s naked body was the subject of admitted displeasure. Bailey (2015) recounts an
incident where Howard Stern referred to Dunham as a “fat girl,” and “compared seeing
Dunham’s nude body on-screen to being raped” (p. 27). When Stern was confronted by Dunham
regarding his comments, he “purported to suddenly be a fan of Girls,” and asked whether “he
will see the other female characters naked on the show” (p. 27). Stern’s concern does not lie with
the fact that there is nudity on Girls, it had more to do with who was being depicted naked.
Dunham’s body provided an opportunity for women who may “recognize themselves in
Dunham’s body—in its shape, or its movements…” (Bailey, 2015, p. 34). The empowerment act
here depends primarily on who is putting their naked body on display, which in this case is the
“unconventional” body of Lena Dunham.
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According to Thomas (2017) “naked protest” is used “as a means to reclaim the sexual
body from patriarchal value judgements” (p. 183). Moreover, Case (2002) argued that “the naked
body was presumed to organize a dramaturgical site from which both a political charge and a
seductive promise could be launched” (p. 186). Therefore, the strategic use of Dunham’s naked
body is interpreted as a form of empowerment, in that it empowers viewers who share a similar
body type to Dunham. These viewers may not be used to seeing a body that looks like theirs
depicted in the mainstream media, as an editorial featured in The Los Angeles Times maintains:
“In embracing Hannah for exactly who she is, even at her most literally and figuratively naked,
Dunham is sending female viewers an important message: You have value, no matter your body
type” (Lang, 2014).
Singer (2011) analyzes the 2004 documentary, Super Size Me, and finds that the
documentary’s director and main subject, Morgan Spurlock, used his body as an activist tactic
Singer dubs “spectacular self-subjugation.” Here, the body is “given up temporarily to an
exploitive system as a means of staging carnivalesque resistance against that system before a
mainstream audience” (p. 136). Carnivalesque is a theory borrowed from Bakhtin (1984a,
1984b) that entails a “people’s second world” of “institutional critique interdependent with the
‘first world’ of elite institutions in which established etiquette, hierarchal distinctions, and
cultural norms of the latter are suspended, inverted, and retheorized” (p. 137).
In the case of Lena Dunham’s character, Hannah, and her use of body as a political
statement of sorts, it can be argued that her body is also being used to showcase “spectacular
self-subjugation,” where her body is given up to an exploitive system, which in this case is the
patriarchal system that implements rigid body norms and expectations. Hannah’s resistance to
these norms is used to directly oppose the cultural norms that contend that a woman’s body
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should only be accepted if it fits a certain mold. Lunceford (2012) iterates a similar point when
he states that “nudity is employed as a means of social change” (p. 1) in general.
Nash and Grant (2015) found Girls’ feminist message to center around the idea that the
“personal is political,” and that feminism exists in the show by “giving women a ‘voice’ and
unifying their experiences (although this is clearly contested in terms of race/ethnicity, class,
sexuality), and ‘empowering’ women in their relationships to their bodies” (p. 988). It is through
instances of “sexual empowerment, choice, mobility, and consumption” that the show situates its
characters as empowered. Empowerment is often coupled with the terms “choice” and
“freedom,” thereby suggesting that there is a degree of personal agency that the characters in
Girls exercise as a way to give a nod to feminism (Nash & Grant, 2015).

Academic studies of Girls

When Girls debuted on HBO in 2012, a lot of the qualms that critics and academics had
with the show centered primarily around the self-entitled nature of the main characters
(Daalmans, 2013; DeCarvalho, 2013), the issue of a lack of racial diversity (Holmes, 2012; Fuller
& Driscoll, 2015; McCann, 2017), and the authenticity of the show’s feminist portrayal (Nash &
Grant, 2015; Weitz, 2016). Additionally, there were generally mixed reactions to the pervasive
nudity of Lena Dunham’s character, Hannah (Perkins, 2014; Ford, 2016).
Self-entitlement as seen in Girls, alludes to the idea that “second-wave feminists worked
hard to afford women a space in the workplace, so now future generations need not do the same”
(DeCarvalho, 2013, p. 368). DeCarvalho argues that the main character, Hannah, is constantly
reaping the benefits of second-wave feminism without acknowledging where credit is due.
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Daalmans (2013) points out that the show features “twenty-something girls [that] are so selfinvolved, self-entitled, and utterly unable to define themselves without male influence” (p. 359),
which adds another layer to the idea that the show features a strong sense of entitlement.
Put simply, the critical responses to Girls typically are tied to “its body politics, racial
politics, and feminist politics” (Ford, 2016, p. 1030). As Daalmans (2013) points out, the show’s
New York City setting is “highly multiracial,” which makes the show’s unbalanced portrayal of
non-white characters perplexing. Anna Holmes of The New Yorker wrote frankly about her
surprise that Dunham, “a self-described feminist, seems unaware that the progressive gender
politics she embraces have a long and frustrating history of relegating race to the sidelines”
(Holmes, 2012). In the same New Yorker article, it is reported that Dunham wrote off Girls’ allwhite cast as a “complete accident.”
McCann (2017) maintains that Girls focuses on “white, upper-middle-class, able-bodied,
heterosexual women, and much of the criticism focused specifically on the monoculturalism of
the show” (p. 92). Therefore, the main critique with the show and its diversity is who it fails to
represent, with an emphasis on “why representation ought to be diversified” (McCann, 2017, p.
101). McCann recognizes that Girls is effective in breaking down some representational norms in
terms of “body shape and sexual enjoyment,” yet storylines continually fail to include racial and
economic facets of “life experienced by the majority of Americans in post-financial-crisis times”
(p. 101).
Watson (2015) calls out Girls for its “hipster racism,” which implies that some of the
insensitive jokes made on the show are boldly made because the characters are under the
impression that they live in a post-racist society. The idea that post-racism has emerged in
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contemporary American society is harmful, according to Watson. Watson predicts that it is this
idea alone that perpetuated Girls’ overall whiteness.
The question of how authentic Girls’ portrayals of feminism are is brought to the surface
when Bell (2013) criticizes Girls’ feminist position, by highlighting the fact that the main
characters share an “institutionalized privilege” that works to “catapult youth so hard into their
individual journeys that they end up spiraling around themselves, tracking a progress that—at this
point, in contemporary America—doesn’t feel so progressive” (p. 365). Bell also contends that
the authenticity of the show’s feminism is questionable due largely in part of the excessive focus
on the privilege the main characters’ possess.
Weitz (2016) has a problem with the show accepting “the main characters’ strong sense of
economic entitlement as a given rather than critiquing it” (p. 221), which she finds anti-feminist,
thus another point against the show’s feminist authenticity. Weitz also finds that the show often
positions “men as its moral authorities” (p. 222), which is in opposition of feminist goals
discussed in-depth earlier.
Ford (2016) introduces a different kind of empowerment that she describes as “sexual
empowerment.” Sexual empowerment centers around “femininity as a bodily product,” where
“choice” is used in relation to a woman presenting her “untamed body” (p. 1032). Perkins (2014)
adds to this when she addresses specifically Lena Dunham’s “blunt presentation of her
‘imperfect’ body in situations from sex to exercise to bathing to sleep” (p. 33). Ford expands on
Girls’ body politics when she states:
Hannah’s refusal to engage with Adam, Marnie, or anybody’s expectations for her body and the
camera’s unflinching gaze upon that body, operates as both an aesthetic and political choice.
While feminist discourses on television…cannot be reduced to just body politics and sexual
subjecthood, these issues are central to how Girls performs its feminist position (pp. 1039-1040).
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Ford argues that it is sexual exploration demonstrated on the show that “negotiates the
pressure of performing bodily femininity, and is anchored and directed by Dunham’s feminist
star-image” (p. 1032). This suggests that it is Dunham’s feminist viewpoint that is the motivator
for having Dunham’s character appear naked on-screen. Nudity is used here as a “means to
reclaim the sexual body from patriarchal value judgments” (Thomas, 2017, p. 182).
Moreover, Ford contends that Dunham’s character, Hannah, “does not need to verbally
assert her body confidence, but rather she exudes it through her brazen unapologetic physical
presence” (p. 1039). In turn, Hannah’s refusal to entertain expectations for her body “operates as
both an aesthetic and political choice,” and is “central to how Girls perform its feminist position”
(p. 1039).

Research Questions

The research questions examined in this study are:
RQ1: How frequently and in what roles are non-white characters portrayed on Girls?
RQ2: How frequently do the four main characters solve their own problems?
RQ3: How frequently is the female naked body positively, negatively or neutrally portrayed on
Girls?

CHAPTER 3: METHOD
Content Analysis

Content analysis is “a method used to answer research questions about content” (Riffe, Lacy,
& Fico, 2014, p. 13). Content analysis was the selected method because it allows for the
possibility to “produce counts of key categories and measurements of the amounts of other
variables” (Fink, 2009). In other words, content analysis allows for the data collected to be
quantified. In order to effectively carry out the posed research questions for this study, coders
content analyzed a systemic sampling of Girls episodes.
Stempel (2003) broadly defines content analysis as “a formal system for doing something
we all do informally rather frequently—draw conclusions from observations of content” (p. 209).
Girls was met with a variety of observations articulated by critics as well as scholars, including
observations circulating around the concern that Girls was “too white.” The show’s feminist
messages were also cited and challenged in literature (e.g., DeCarvalho, 2013; Nash &
Whelehan, 2017). Because content analysis “studies the reality of communication in our world”
(Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 2014, p. 124), content analysis serves as the best option to unveil just what
Girls is communicating to its audience in terms of its feminist messages.
According to Berelson (1952) content analysis is a research technique for “the objective,
systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication.” Here, it is
the quantitative description of Girls’ portrayals of racial representation and women’s
empowerment that is being measured.
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Population and Sample

Episodes from Girls’ seasons 1-6 were selected by viewing every third and fifth episode,
totaling to 28 of the 62 episodes or 45% of the series. This selection technique is used in a content
analysis done by Markle (2008) on sexual scripts in Sex and the City. This technique was
employed to ensure systematic sampling, in order to obtain adequate representation of the series.
The approximate running time for each episode is thirty minutes, with some episodes as long as
forty-five minutes.

Operational Definitions of Concepts

The concepts examined in this study are representation of race and ethnicity, problemsolving, and nudity. Racial representation was measured using the categories described by Mastro
& Greenberg (2000) which include six main identifiers: African American/black, Asian
American/Asian, Caucasian, Latino/Latina, Native American, and Other. The ratio of white
characters to non-white characters was recorded in each episode in order to quantify how
frequently, and to what extent, Girls uses a diverse cast in its episodes.
Bramlett-Solomon & Roeder (2008) state that when they coded for race, it was
determined “by phenotypic expressions grounded in previous studies, such as skin color, hair
texture, shape and size of certain facial features, and physical appearance” (p. 58). All of the
listed considerations were employed while identifying race on Girls. Verifications of an actor’s
race was investigated in greater detail through online research of the actor in question.
The roles that non-white characters played was recorded using the categories established

25
by Mastro & Greenberg (2000): Main character (integral to story arc), supporting character (a
fairly significant part of the storyline), and background character (little to no significance to the
story). Background characters do not include “people passing on the street,” or “groups on the
dance floor” (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000, p. 693). Background characters in this case are simply
characters who might have a few lines in an episode, but do not add a lot to the overall plot.
An element of women’s empowerment that was recorded in this study is the four main
characters’ ability to solve their own problem (i.e. independence or agency). Effective problemsolving relates to the ability to make decisions, which is regarded as a significant part of the
empowerment process (Kabeer, 2000; Huyer & Sikoska, 2003; Huyer & Mitter, 2004).
Dependency is an important part of gender role socialization (Peirce, 1993) and the ability to
solve a problem independently is a marker of “a new woman” who rejects traditional gender roles.
Agency through problem-solving was measured by recording the number of times a main
character independently solves their own problem versus the number of times a main character
does not solve their own problem. Peirce (1993) examined the extent to which dependency was
prevalent in women’s magazine fiction. The categories used were “main character” and “other,”
when it came to identifying who was responsible for ultimately solving one’s own problem or
making a decision, in other words, exercising one’s own agency. In this study, the categories are
simply “Main character did solve own problem” and “Main character did not solve own
problem.”
The problems that were taken into consideration were borrowed from Peirce (1997):
Marital, psychological (an internal conflict rather than a mental health disorder), romantic, health,
beauty, financial, danger, moral, interpersonal relations, community (p. 586), the definitions for
these categories are:
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•

Marital problems are problems relating to a married couple, i.e., argument or
separation.

•

Psychological problems are internal conflicts that a character is facing, i.e.,
uncertainties, anxieties, concerns, dilemmas.

•

Romantic problems deal with relationships that are not platonic that might be
dealing with an argument or disagreement that is straining the relationship.

•

Health problems encompass both mental and physical health, i.e., if a character is
ill and not coping or needs medical attention.

•

Beauty problems relate to cosmetic products used on the hair, face, or body, i.e., if
an outside character tries to help another character with their makeup.

•

Financial problems revolve around a character expressing their need for financial
aid.

•

Danger deals with if a character is expressing fear about their wellbeing.

•

Moral problems are issues of right versus wrong.

•

Interpersonal relationship problems revolve around friendships and familial ties, if
there is another disagreement or something straining the relationship.

•

Community problems deal with a problem bigger than the character, i.e., if the
whole city they live in is dealing with a traumatic event.

In addition to Peirce’s categories, problems that deal with career and education were also
considered. The coders proceeded to code for who solved the problem at hand.
•

Education problems have to do with seeking a degree, or not feeling educated
enough for a position.
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•

Career problems might be if a character expresses a desire to enter a better career
path, or seeking job interviews.

Another way to exercise agency, for the purposes of this study, specifically encompasses
how women might use their body as an empowerment tool, particularly by Lena Dunham’s
character, Hannah. Scholars suggest Dunham is intentionally using her naked body as an act of
empowerment, responding to the narrow patriarchal view of a woman’s physique (Ford, 2016;
Thomas, 2017). The other main characters, Marnie, Jessa, and Shoshanna, were also coded.
Nally and Smith (2013) describe nudity as “bodily exposure,” which for women includes
their genitals as well as their chest. Nally and Smith find that the patriarchy and society at large
“polices and manages what is acceptable for women to reveal and conceal” (p. 2), which sheds
insight as to why female nudity includes appearing topless and not just strictly exposed genitals.
This study considered nudity as any exposure of genitalia and/or breasts/nipples, in addition to
any exposure of the buttocks.
The number of scenes Hannah was naked on screen was counted by coders, who had to
then categorize the scene that depicts a naked Hannah. The scenes were coded as either sexual
(i.e. when viewers see Hannah engaging in sex or a sexual act) or non-sexual, which encompasses
any situation outside of sex where Hannah appears nude. If a camera pans to Hannah multiple
times in the same scene, it is only counted once. The scene was then determined by coders as
positive, negative, or neutral. A negative situation consists of “an undesirable outcome” (Aubrey,
2004, p. 508) related to the nude scene, whereas a positive situation is an “instance in which a
character reaped manifest benefit” (p. 509) from their portrayal of nudity.
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The Pilot Study and Intercoder Reliability

Pilot test. The author served as the primary coder for this study, but for purposes of
intercoder reliability, an additional coder was trained by the author. Before conducting the pilot
study, the coder was given explicit instruction on how the categories should be properly coded.
The author walked the coder through coding for the three research question categories (racial
representation, agency, and nudity). After a discussion on the complexities of coding for agency
in particular, the author and the coder viewed an episode together that was not a part of the
sample and was not formally coded. The author and the coder talked both during the episode and
after the episode, where they discussed what some of the problems in the episode were.
The coder then received a detailed coding protocol that explained the overarching
inquiries of the study as well as definitional breakdowns of each main category of the study after
viewing and discussing the episode that was not coded. The coder read through the coding
protocol, and discussed with the author any remaining clarifications. After the author and coder
talked through the clarifications, the coder was given a coding sheet for each episode in the pilot
test, where the coder would record data. The coder was encouraged to write down any comments
or notes to discuss later with the author. See the appendix to reference the coding sheet and
coding protocol.
To conclude the pilot study, the author and the additional coder coded two episodes that
were not from the sample of the study (Season 1, Episode 2; Season 2, Episode 4). The episodes
were examined individually, where afterward the additional coder and the author compared their
results to test the reliability. The coder and author met four times and spent a total of five hours
discussing the categories, coding protocol, and results.
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In the racial representation category, there were minor differences in how the additional
coder and the author coded, resulting in a reliability of 89% using Holsti’s formula (Holsti, 1969).
The disagreement revolved around how the character’s role was coded (i.e., background rather
than supporting). The agency category was met with 85% reliability, where the author and
additional coder disagreed with what types of problems that were being portrayed. Nudity, the
final category, saw 87% reliability, due to the fact that the tone (positive, negative, neutral) of the
scene saw disagreements between the coder and the author.
Intercoder Reliability. The coder proceeded to view and code for three episodes (i.e.,
10.7%) from the sample of 28 episodes from the full study (Season 1, Episode 4; Season 2,
Episode 8; Season 3, Episode 10). Using Holsti’s formula, the full study was met with a reliability
coefficient of 94% for the category of racial representation, 91% for the agency category, and
92% for the nudity category. Of the three episodes analyzed, the coder and the author disagreed
on the types of decisions that were being made in the agency category, in addition to disagreeing
on how some of the non-white characters’ roles were classified.

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS

The author coded and analyzed 28 of the 62 total episodes of Girls in order to determine
the different frequencies posed in each respective research question. There were 5 episodes from
Season 1, 4 episodes from Season 2, 5 episodes from Season 3, 6 episodes from Season 4, 4
episodes from Season 5, and 4 episodes from Season 6. See the appendix for a list of all the
episodes used in the study.

Research Question One

The first research question of this study asked how frequently non-white characters are
portrayed in Girls, and asks what role these characters play: main, supporting, or background.
Overall, there were 45 (13.1%) non-white characters. Of the 45 non-white characters, there were
none (0.0%) in main roles, 15 (33.3%) in supporting roles, and 30 (66.7%) in background roles.
Table 1
Racial Representation on Girls (N=344)

African-American/black
Asian-American/Asian
Caucasian
Latino/Latina
Native American
Other

Overall Characters
22 (6.4%)
15 (4.4%)
299 (86.9%)
6 (1.7%)
0 (0.0%)
2 (0.6%)

Non-white Characters
48.9%
33.3%
N/A
13.3%
0.0%
4.5%
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Table 1 shows African-American or black characters made up 22 of the 344 (6.4%) of
recorded characters. African-American characters never occupied a main role, were in a supporting
role 9 (20.0%) times, and a background role 13 (28.9%) times (see Table 2).
Table 1 shows Asian-American or Asian characters made up 15 (4.4%) of the 344
characters. They also occupied no main roles, were in a supporting role 3 (6.7%) times, and a
background role 12 (26.7%) times (see Table 2). In Table 1, Latino/Latina characters comprised 6
of the 344 (1.7%) characters, occupied no main roles, were in a supporting role 1 (2.2%) time, and
a background role 5 (11.1%) times (see Table 2).
No Native American characters were coded for. The Other category saw two supporting
characters, ultimately making up 0.6% of all of the featured characters (see Table 1). The Caucasian
characters were not coded for the role that they occupied due to the fact that the research question
was asking what roles the non-white characters occupied.

Table 2
Roles of Non-white Characters (n=45)

Supporting
Background

AfricanAmerican/black

AsianAmerican/Asian

Latino/Latina

Native
American

Other

9 (20.0%)
13 (28.9%)

3 (6.7%)
12 (26.7%)

1 (2.2%)
5 (11.1%)

0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)

2 (4.4%)
0 (0.0%)

Research Question Two

Research question two asks how frequently the four main characters solved their own
problems. In total, the main characters saw a combined 54 problems, and combined they solved their
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own problem 23 (42.6%) times, while not solving their own problem independently 31 (57.4%)
times.

Table 3
Overall Problem-solving (n=54)
Number
23
31

Solved independently
Not solved independently

Percentage
42.6%
57.4%

In Table 4, Hannah, the series’ central character, saw a total of 26 solved problems. Of the
26 problems, she solved 12 (46.2%) of them herself, while not solving 14 (53.8%) of them
independently. Jessa only had 5 solved problems, where she solved 1 (20.0%) independently, and
did not solve 4 (80.0%) independently.
Shoshanna had a total of 8 solved problems. She solved 5 (62.5%) of them independently,
while not solving 3 (37.5%) independently. Finally, Marnie experienced a total of 15 solved
problems, where she solved 5 (33.3%) herself, and 10 (66.7%) were not solved independently.

Table 4
Problem-solving by Character

Hannah
Jessa
Shoshanna
Marnie

Total problems
(n=54)
26
5
8
15

Solved
independently
12 (46.2%)
1 (20.0%)
5 (62.5%)
5 (33.3%)

Not solved
independently
14 (53.8%)
4 (80.0%)
3 (37.5%)
10 (66.7%)
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Three categories that were outlined previously in this study (beauty, community, and
education), were not experienced by the main characters in the sample for this study. The most
frequent types of problem were romantic and interpersonal relations, with both categories
making up 13 (24.1%) of problems experienced. In both categories, the problem was solved
independently 8 (14.8%) times, and not solved independently 5 (9.3%) times (see Table 5).
In Table 5, Marital problems occurred one time (1.8%), and was solved independently
one time (4.3%). Psychological problems occurred 2 (3.7%) times, with both instances not being
solved independently (6.5 %). There was a total of 6 (11.1%) health problems, with 2 (8.7%)
solved independently and 4 (12.9%) not solved independently.
Financial problems occurred 5 (9.3%) times, with all of them being solved not
independently (16.1%). The danger category saw 3 (5.6%) occurrences, with all 3 (16.1%) not
solved independently. Moral problems occurred once (1.8%), and was solved independently once
(4.3%). Finally, career problems made up 10 (18.5%) of problems, with 3 (13.1%) solved
independently and 7 (22.6%) not solved independently.

Table 5
Problem-solving by Category

Overall (n=54)
Marital
1 (1.8%)
Psychological
2 (3.7%)
Romantic
13 (24.1%)
Health
6 (11.1%)
Financial
5 (9.3%)
Danger
3 (5.6%)
Moral
1 (1.8%)
Interpersonal Relations
13 (24.1%)
Career
10 (18.5%)
Note: Percentages in each column total 100%.

Solved independently
(n=23)

Not solved
independently (n=31)

1 (4.3%)
0 (0.0%)
8 (34.8%)
2 (8.7%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
1 (4.3%)
8 (34.8%)
3 (13.1%)

0 (0.0%)
2 (6.5%)
5 (16.1%)
4 (12.9%)
5 (16.1%)
3 (9.7%)
0 (0.0%)
5 (16.1%)
7 (22.6%)
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In Table 6, Of Hannah’s 26 solved problems, 5 (19.2%) were romantic, 5 (19.2%) were
health, 4 (15.4%) were financial, 2 (7.7%) were danger, 1 (3.9%) was moral, 5 (19.2%) were
interpersonal relations, and 4 (15.4%) were career.
Jessa saw 2 (40.0%) romantic problems, 1 (20.0%) health problem, 1 (20.0%) danger
problem, and 1 (20.0%) interpersonal relations problem.
Shoshanna experienced 1 (12.5%) psychological problem, 1 (12.5%) romantic problem, 3
(37.5%) interpersonal relations problems, and 3 (37.5%) career problems.
Of Marnie’s 15 solved problems, 1 (6.7%) was martial, 1 (6.7%) was psychological, 5
(33.3%) were romantic, 1 (6.7%) was financial, 4 (26.6%) were interpersonal relations, and 3
(20.0%) were career.
Table 6
Characters’ Problem Types
Hannah (n=26)

Jessa (n=5)

0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
5 (19.2%)
2 (40.0%)
5 (19.2%)
1 (20.0%)
4 (15.4%)
0 (0.0%)
2 (7.7%)
1 (20.0%)
1 (3.9%)
0 (0.0%)
5 (19.2%)
1 (20.0%)
4 (15.4%)
0 (0.0%)
Note: Percentages in each column total 100%.
Marital
Psychological
Romantic
Health
Financial
Danger
Moral
Interp. Relations
Career

Shoshanna (n=8)

Marnie (n=15)

0 (0.0%)
1 (12.5%)
1 (12.5%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
3 (37.5%)
3 (37.5%)

1 (6.7%)
1 (6.7%)
5 (33.3%)
0 (0.0%)
1 (6.7%)
0 (0.0%)
0 (0.0%)
4 (26.6%)
3 (20.0%)

Research Question Three

The third and final research question asks how frequently the four main characters’ naked
bodies are used either positively, negatively, or neutrally on Girls. The total number of
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occurrences of nudity among all four main characters was 21. Of the nude scenes coded for,
Hannah was naked in 17 (81.0%) scenes, Jessa in 3 (14.3%) scenes, Shoshanna in 0 (0.0%), and
Marnie in 1 (4.7%) (see Table 7).
As shown in Table 7, Hannah was naked in 17 scenes, and was coded as being naked
during sex positively 2 (11.7%) of those 17 scenes, naked during sex negatively in 3 (17.6%)
scenes, and naked during sex neutrally also in 3 (17.6%) scenes. Hannah was also naked in nonsexual situations positively in 4 (23.7%) of the scenes she was nude, was never naked in nonsexual situations negatively, and was naked in non-sexual situations neutrally in 5 (29.4%) of her
nude scenes.
Jessa was coded as being naked in 3 scenes. She was coded as being naked once (33.3%)
naked during sex positively, once (33.3%) as naked during sex negatively, and then as naked in a
non-sexual situation positively once (33.3%). She was never naked during sex neutrally, naked in
non-sexual situations negatively, or naked in non-sexual situations neutrally.
Shoshanna was not featured in nude scenes at all in the 28 episodes analyzed. Marnie had
one nude scene (100.0%) that was coded for being naked during sex positively.
Table 7
Distribution of Nudity by Characters (n=21)
Total

Sexual:
Positive

Sexual:
Negative

Sexual:
Neutral
3 (17.6%)

Nonsexual:
Positive
4 (23.7%)

Nonsexual:
Negative
0 (0.0%)

Nonsexual:
Neutral
5 (29.4%)

Hannah

17 (81.0%)

2 (11.7%)

3 (17.6%)

Jessa

3 (14.3%)

1 (33.3%)

1 (33.3%)

0 (0.0%)

1 (33.3%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

Shoshanna

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

Marnie

1 (4.7%)

1 (100.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

0 (0.0%)

Note: Percentages for those other than the total column, are for that of the original character.
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In Table 8, of the 21 scenes, the nudity was depicted positively 9 (42.9%) times, 8
(38.1%) times depicted as neutral, and 4 (19.0%) times depicted as negative.
Table 8
Distribution of Nudity
# of scenes
21

Positive

Neutral

Negative

9 (42.9%)

8 (38.1%)

4 (19.0%)

In Table 9, in scenes where the nudity was portrayed during sex, 4 (36.4%) were
portrayed as positive, 3 (27.2%) were neutral, and 4 (36.4%) were negative.
Table 9
Portrayals of Nudity in Sexual Scenes
Scenes
11

Positive

Neutral

Negative

4 (36.4%)

3 (27.2%)

4 (36.4%)

In Table 10, in non-sexual scenes, 5 (50.0%) were portrayed as positive, while 5 (50.0%)
were neutral. No non-sexual scenes were portrayed as negative.
Table 10
Portrayals of Nudity in Non-Sexual Scenes
Scenes
10

Positive

Neutral

Negative

5 (50.0%)

5 (50.0%)

0 (0.0%)

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
General Overview of Racial Representation, Agency, and Nudity on Girls
This study works to further expand on scholarly examinations of Girls by assessing the
frequency of feminist elements on the show, specifically racial diversity, agency, and the naked
body as an empowerment tool. From Girls’ premiere in 2012 to its conclusion in 2017, it
received backlash for its general lack of diversity (Watson, 2015), in addition to criticism aimed
at the characters’ lack of agency and aspirations (Bell, 2013), and “unnecessary” nudity
(Hinckley, 2014). This study is different from existing literature on Girls, in that it works to
address a knowledge gap in existing research. An overwhelming majority of published articles
utilize qualitative research approaches, while this study uses the quantitative method of content
analysis.

Racial Representation
As the results show, 13.1% of the total coded characters were people of color. This low
percentage of non-white characters on a “feminist show” is problematic in that it is reminiscent
of what feminist scholars of color (Carby, 1996; Johnson 1988) described as being left out of
feminist discourse led by predominately white women. Lena Dunham, as stated earlier in this
study, described the predominately white casting on Girls as a “complete accident” (Holmes,
2012), which led to further criticism aimed at Dunham’s self-described “white liberalism.”
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Dunham’s rationale on why Girls lacked diversity could be an unintentional byproduct of her
white feminism and liberalism.
Watson (2015) wrote of the “hipster racism” that was portrayed on the show, arguing that
women like Dunham might have deluded themselves to a point where they believe they live in a
post-racist society, thus making some of their ignorant choices (i.e., failing to feature a diverse
cast) decidedly justified. Watson (2015) addresses the implications of Girls’ lack of diversity by
arguing:
…it is probably safe to say that none of the show’s writers or producers sat around in
meetings deciding how to best exclude or offend non-white people, they did nonetheless,
write a program targeting a demographic who would solely identify with the struggles of
white middle- and upper-class young adults (p. 150).

Moreover, Watson (2015) maintains that Dunham’s interactions with “black and other
non-white women have been minimal at best” (p. 156), and that this is evident in the “semiautobiographical nature” of Dunham’s work. Watson’s (2015) argument alludes to the idea that
non-white women were not portrayed frequently on the show due to the fact that Dunham has a
limited knowledge of non-white women’s struggles. This was arguably reflected in the results of
this study, where 86.9% of all characters coded were white. By focusing primarily on depictions
of white women and their struggles, Watson’s (2015) argument is bolstered by the low
percentage of non-white portrayals found in this study.
Girls depicted more African-American/black characters than any other minority group.
There were no Native American characters depicted in the 28 coded episodes, and there were no
non-white characters who occupied a main role. It was speculated that the casting of AfricanAmerican actor Donald Glover in season two of Girls was a direct response to the criticism
Dunham and other executives of the show faced regarding the almost exclusively white cast

39
(Dekel, 2014). Despite Glover’s casting, Girls continued to face scrutiny on its lack of diversity
and “white” feminism, as described by Watson (2015).
The results show that within the 28 episodes, non-white characters occupied background
roles more frequently than supporting roles, with 15 (33.3%) non-white characters in supporting
roles, and 30 (66.7%) in background roles. This implies that even if a non-white character was
depicted on the show, their time on the show was short and their importance in progressing the
plotline was low. The non-white characters who were present in supporting roles appeared in
more than one scene, but still were not significant enough to the plotline to be coded as a main
character in the episode in which they appeared.
A content analysis examining strictly black and Latino Americans on prime time
television shows (i.e., ABC, NBC, CBS, and FOX) found that black Americans made up 9.9% to
21% of the characters coded, while Latino Americans made up 2.8%. (Tukachinsky, Mastro, &
Yarchi, 2017, p. 547). The roles that black and Latino Americans occupied on prime time
television shows were often stereotypical, and they were often not integral to the show’s plot.
Tukachinsky, Mastro, and Yarchi’s (2017) findings demonstrate some of the same troubling
results reported in this study, in that non-white characters seldom occupy central or important
roles on television.
The results of this study show that Dunham created plotlines that seldom depicted women
of color or the struggles they face. Some scholars (Freeman, 1999) have described a problem of
white women focusing on their limited scope of oppression. In other words, white women place
an emphasis on oppression they experience as women, but fail to emphasize oppression women
of color experience as minorities. Lorde (2000) subscribed to this idea, and even argued that the
term “sisterhood” in feminism is far from homogenous. Girls deals almost exclusively with
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struggles white women face, thus failing to detail the experiences of women of color. This lack
of diversity has been an ongoing issue within feminism (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2005), with
women of color speaking out against what is known as “white feminism,” which Ortega (2006)
describes as a general “ignorance” that white women possess toward women of color and their
contributions to the feminist movement (p. 57).
The non-white characters that were depicted on the show may have been included to help
the show’s “narrative,” given that it was set in the New York City borough of Brooklyn. Lott
(1992) argues that black men and women, specifically, are seen and used more as “erotic objects
both for other characters on stage and for spectators in the theater” (p. 35), which might be true
in the case of Girls and its attempts to incorporate the diversity that exists in Brooklyn. Nonwhite characters were only used in supporting and background roles, thus being subject to being
mute objects or accessories to the show’s setting.
Empowerment/Agency

When it came to the question of whether main characters were solving their own
problems independently, the results show that main characters solved their problem
independently 23 times (42.6%), and did not solve their problem independently 31 times
(57.4%). Hannah experienced the most problems with 26 total problems. Jessa saw 5 problems,
Shoshanna saw 8, and Marnie saw 15. Shoshanna was the only main character who solved her
own problem independently more often than not (62.5% vs. 37.5%).
The results showed that romantic- and interpersonal relation-related problems combined
made up 48.2% of the problems solved. This shows that Girls frequently addressed relationship
problems—platonic or otherwise. This emphasis on relationships is important because of its
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relatability. In other words, the show focused on situations that young women often deal with—
romances, friendships, and career and financial woes. Rebecca Traister (2012) praised Girls’
commitment to continuously showcasing realistic relationships, specifically friendships. The
results of this study show that in both the romantic and interpersonal relations categories
combined, a main character solved their own problem independently 16 (61.5%) times, and did
not independently solve their own problem 5 (38.5%) times.
The results show that while overall, the four main characters did not independently solve
their own problems, they did tend to independently solve their romantic and interpersonal
problems. Charmes and Wieringa (2003) and Kabeer (1999) argue, exhibiting self-confidence
and sureness in one’s actions can be an indication of empowerment, which was arguably
exhibited when characters relied on themselves to solve their romantic and interpersonal relation
problems. Kabeer (1999) discusses the idea of power being associated with the “ability to make
choices” (p. 436). Kabeer (1999) adds that agency relies on resources, or “various human and
social resources which serve to enhance the ability to exercise choice” (p. 437), which might
indicate that the main characters perceived that more resources were available to help them
effectively exercise their agency (i.e., decision-making) in romantic and interpersonal problems.
An alternate possibility behind why relational problems (i.e., romantic and interpersonal
relations) were solved independently more often than they were not solved independently is a
traditional view of women’s role in relationship conflict—and how the onus is on the women to
solve problems in a relationship. Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) write that the “majority of
investigations into relational maintenance have concluded that females use maintenance
strategies more frequently than do men” (p. 308). Moreover, “femininity is often operationalized
as the use of relationally-oriented behaviors, which would include relational maintenance”

42
(Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, 2000, p. 309). Therefore, the main characters in Girls may have only
solved their romantic and interpersonal relation problems by succumbing to traditional sex and
gender roles in relationships. This begs the question of whether this result is rooted in feminism.
Financial problems made up 5 of the 54 solved problems (9.3%). A main character never
solved their financial problem independently, but had someone else solve their problem for them
all 5 times. The characters often engaged in banter about their financial woes, but their reliance
on others to solve these problems is not indicative of empowered female characters attempting to
exercise agency.
Scholars have addressed the show’s shortcomings when it comes to exercising
empowerment. Daalmans (2013) writes that “Hannah’s need for something to happen in her life,
rather than actually taking charge of her life, is disconcerting” (p. 360), while also pointing out
that Hannah shows “continuous willingness” to partake in degrading sex with her eventual
boyfriend, Adam. Daalmans (2013) believes that this exemplifies a character with a “malecentered sense of self-definition” (p. 36), because the characters are seen settling with unhealthy
relationships.
The results of this study might imply that the main characters are more likely to solve
their own problem if it has to do with a relationship because they are unwilling to even ask for
assistance in those instances. This provides an alternative rationale on why main characters did
not reach out to each other in order to solve their relational problems. Bell (2013) finds “…it is
clear that these characters are too busy perfecting their own self-help discourse to reach out to
each other at all” (p. 365).
The results show that while the main characters exercise their agency in situations that
revolve around their close relationships, they fail to exercise their agency in financial, career, and
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to a lesser extent, health problems. Perhaps the four main characters often exercise their agency
in relational problems because they are consumed with configuring their “autonomous agency
and choice” (Bell, 2013) when it pertains to their relationship with each other or a love interest.

Nudity

The results of the nudity section are significant in that they imply that the show generally
depicts the main characters’ bodies in a neutral or positive way, and not in a way that is
overwhelmingly negative. As the results show, there were more scenes coded as neutral and
positive than negative. No scenes were coded as negative non-sexual. If more scenes were coded
as negative, the nudity on the show would be arguably less empowering.
Of the 21 naked scenes coded, Hannah was in 17 (81.0%) of those scenes. This is
consistent with what has been published regarding Girls’ nudity—that Dunham’s character is
more frequently naked in both sex scenes and non-sexual scenes than the other three main
characters (Thomas, 2017). Conversely, Shoshanna was never coded as being naked and Marnie
was featured in one naked scene that depicted only her bare buttocks. Jessa was coded in 3 naked
scenes.
In 2013, Lena Dunham talked to Marie Claire about opting to go nude on Girls, stating:
“I don’t think I’d be able to do that if I didn’t think it was essentially important in my
contribution to the world.” This statement provides a reason on why Hannah was portrayed
naked more often than Shoshanna, Marnie, and Jessa. Hannah’s nudity was intended to send the
message to the audience that “women of all ages, shapes, sizes” can feel more secure in their
body type (Lunceford, 2012, p. 4). Thomas (2017) states, “The show has attracted considerable
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controversy, much of which has revolved around the relatively frequent display of
Lena/Hannah’s less than perfect naked body” (p. 182). Thomas (2017) also notes that Marnie,
“whose figure conforms more to ideal conceptions of the female body” (p. 184), is not shown
naked until the fourth season of Girls.
Further, the New York Daily News’ David Hinckley inquired why Hannah was “often
naked at random times for no reason.” The results show that in 9 of the scenes, Hannah was
naked in a non-sexual situation, while in 8 of the scenes, she was coded as being in a sexual
situation. Hinckley’s inquiry is partly valid in that Hannah was depicted as naked in non-sexual
scenes more often than in sexual scenes, but his assertion that Hannah’s nudity is portrayed
“often,” is not quite reflected in the results. Given this split in Hannah’s portrayal of naked
scenes (i.e., non-sexual scenes versus sexual scenes), it could be argued that Hannah’s
“spectacular self- subjugation,” (Singer, 2011)— where her body is given up to an exploitive
system—is neither inherently sexual nor non-sexual. Rather, the “ordinariness” in Hannah’s
“performativity of nakedness” redirects the erotic gaze that is typically associated with nudity
(Thomas, 2017, p. 185).
The frequency—relatively speaking—of Hannah’s nudity could be indicative of an
underlying goal for the show to feature an “unconventional” body “as a means of social change”
(Lunceford, 2012, p. 1). Hannah’s naked scenes were often either positive or neutral, with only
three of them (17.6%) being coded as negative (during sex). In scenes that were coded as being
neutral, Hannah was typically portrayed as doing mundane, everyday things while happening to
be naked. The prevalence of this sort of nudity could imply that Hannah was portrayed as having
a laissez-faire approach to showcasing her body. She might even be described as being
unapologetic about opting to go nude. Michelle Dean (2014) of Flavorwire argues that by
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putting Hannah’s “’imperfection’ in front of us,” there is a demand to “interrogate our devotion
to our beauty standards.” This attitude helps work toward a message that could be perceived as
empowering, since Hannah is making the “choice” to present her “untamed body” (Ford, 2016,
p. 1032).
In contrast, in sex scenes portrayed negatively, Daalmans (2013) contends that Hannah’s
“non-fulfilling, awkward, degrading, and unprotected sex with Adam” exemplifies Hannah’s
“male-centered sense of self-definition” (p. 360). In other words, some of the scenes depicting
nudity were less than empowering, because it is depicting a woman subjecting herself to a man’s
“conditions and terms” (Daalmans, 2013, p. 360) when it comes to their sexual relationship. In
Hannah’s naked scenes, the scenes portrayed negatively were all during sex. In Season 3,
Episode 10: “Role Play”, a sex scene featuring Hannah and Adam turns sour when Adam angrily
accuses Hannah of trying too hard to “have sex like they used to.”
In the case of Jessa, who is thought to have a more “conventional” body type than
Hannah, there was a split in how her scenes were coded. More often than not, she was coded as
being in a positive scene, once in a scene during sex and once in a non-sexual situation. In these
scenes, her body (namely her buttocks) was celebrated as being aesthetically pleasing. The
nature of these scenes could also be perceived as empowering—especially given that in one
scene, it was a woman complimenting Jessa. In a society where woman-on-woman criticism is
prevalent (Vaillancourt & Sharma, 2011), scenes like this offer a more feminist perspective.
Here, Jessa’s body was not the subject of the “male gaze,” (i.e., existing merely for a man’s
pleasure) (Mulvey, 1975). Rather, it was recognized by another woman for its beauty.
Despite the fact that Hannah was in more nude scenes than the other three main
characters, she was only naked in 17 scenes over the course of 28 episodes. The findings do not
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particularly support the claim made by David Hinckley (2014), where he contends that Hannah is
“often naked at random times for no reason.” As the results show, Hannah was naked in 8
(47.1%) sexual scenes, and 9 (52.9%) non-sexual scenes (see Table 7). This means that Hannah
was naked in non-sexual situations in just over half of her scenes coded, which is not reflective
of the idea that she is “often” naked for “no reason.” In fact, there is an almost equal number of
scenes where Hannah is naked because she is engaged in a sexual act.
Moreover, Zeynep Yenisey (2017) of Maxim claims there is “a lot of nudity and explicit
sex scenes” in Girls. Yenisey’s (2017) assertion seems to be a bit of an exaggeration. “A lot of
nudity” and being naked “often at random times for no reason” seem to suggest that Girls
features nudity frequently in every episode, which is not supported in the results of this study.

Limitations and Future Research

One of the limitations of this study was how non-white characters’ roles were coded. In
future studies, it might be beneficial to code the genders of non-white characters to gain insight
on how frequently women of color specifically are portrayed. This would be beneficial in that it
could respond directly to criticisms posed by Watson (2015), where Girls is accused of not
concerning itself with issues women of color face. If a future study were to distinguish between
the gender of the non-white characters, a more significant breakdown of the portrayals of nonwhite characters could be provided.
People of color are reported by scholars as being underrepresented in television in
general (Fife, 1987; Grey, 1989; Ziegler & White, 1990), and when they are represented, their
portrayals are found to typically perpetuate “negative and stereotypical images” (Mastro &

47
Robinson, 2000, p. 385). In future studies, the degree to which characters on Girls are thought to
be either token characters or perpetuating a negative stereotype can be measured. Bristor, Lee, &
Hunt (1995) explored the problematic images of African-Americans in television advertising,
finding that although their representation on television was increasing, their portrayals continued
to feed into the idea that they are inferior. A future study focused on measuring stereotypical
portrayals of non-white characters on Girls could provide an extra dimension to discussions of its
lack of diversity.
Another limitation of this study was that there was no comparative analysis aspect
employed. In other words, future studies might juxtapose the racial representation, agency, and
nudity as seen on Girls against a similar series. This would allow for a bigger picture
perspective, and it might indicate that Girls is either less representative of non-white characters
or it is comparable to competing series. It would also provide insight in how frequently
competing series portray nudity and empowerment.
A limitation in the agency category is that the author and coder only coded for solved
problems. In other words, if there was a problem presented early on in the episode that was never
resolved, it was not included in the results of the study. In future studies, scholars interested in
analyzing how many problems go unresolved as opposed to how many problems are resolved in
Girls could, in theory, utilize the same categories borrowed from Peirce (1997) and code all
problems. This might be helpful in determining how frequently problems are put off or ignored
by main characters, which could speak to some of the criticisms regarding the characters’ lack of
responsibility. A study coding for solved and unsolved problems might have to view the series in
its entirety in order to make sure problems that were left as cliffhangers are not counted as being
“unsolved,” when they were simply solved in the subsequent episode.
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A possible direction that a future study might employ is considering all of the nudity
portrayed on Girls over its six season run. This would include juxtaposing the female portrayals
of nudity with male portrayals of nudity to get a sense of how frequently and in what ways the
female characters are portrayed as naked compared to their male counterparts. This could also be
expanded outside of the four main characters that were the central focus of this study to include
additional female and male characters who might be portrayed nude. This could work towards
addressing the discourse surrounding Hannah’s body specifically and its naked politics, in an
attempt to add more thorough context to that argument.
Another limitation is the fact that the number of scenes were not counted in this study. In future
studies, counting the number of scenes would allow for a more significant breakdown of the
frequency of the categories outlined in this study. Finally, the 28-episode sample used in this
study makes up 44.4% of the 63 total episodes. While this is a significant sample, there is still a
little more than half of the episodes that were not examined in this study. A larger sample might
allow for additional discussion on how racially inclusive Girls was overall, as well as how
frequently agency was exercised and the naked body was used over the course of the six seasons
the show aired.

Summary Conclusion
This study addressed common themes in scholarly research on Girls. Results show that
the show’s racial representation is lacking, in that 86.9% of the characters coded were white.
This adds numerical data to the claim that Girls is predominately white, and suggests that
Watson’s (2015) summarization of Lena Dunham being generally ignorant of non-white issues is
valid.
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Although the results reveal that the main characters on Girls tend to not solve their
problems independently, the breakdown of problems (see Table 5) provides insight in certain
problem types where agency is more often exercised (i.e., romantic and interpersonal relations
problems). The nudity portrayed on the show was more often positive or neutral than it was
negative, which speaks to the arguments made by Ford (2016) and Thomas (2017). Ford (2016)
and Thomas (2017) argue that the naked body can be used politically, and in turn it can be used
to empower.
The results of this study illustrate that, in the three research questions posed, the question
of whether Girls is truly a feminist show remains intact. Not only did the show fail to be racially
inclusive in its casting, it also depicts women as not solving their financial or career problems
independently. This speaks to the entitlement that DeCarvalho (2013) alluded to in her article,
where she argues that feminism on the show is “trivialized” and “male authority is reinforced for
good measure” (p. 367). The irony that the title of the show is Girls rather than what they are,
Women, is a little too accurate to be taken as tongue-in-cheek.
This study also borrows from categories developed by Peirce (1997), where Peirce
attempted to measure how feminist women’s magazines featured stories were. In Peirce’s (1997)
study, the findings show that the characters in magazine fiction were more often dependent than
independent when it came to problem-solving. This study saw results similar to the results found
in Peirce’s (1997) study, which signifies a general lack of agency portrayed in magazine fiction
and television. Despite Peirce’s (1997) study and this study being decades apart, a lot of the
implications remain intact. Peirce (1997) describes dependence as “the norm and not the
exception” (p. 590), and this study reveals that, more often than not, this conclusion rings true.
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APPENDIX
CODING PROTOCOL
Introduction
This protocol addresses the racial representation, nudity, and acts of agency on HBO’s Girls. It is
divided into three sections (racial representation, nudity, and agency). The content will be used
to determine how frequently Girls is sending a feminist message to viewers.
§

V1: Coders will be looking for each section (representation, agency, nudity) during each
episode, but are encouraged to watch the episode over again to ensure that they recorded
all the pertinent information. Coders are also encouraged to use only one coding sheet per
episode, and should write notes down if they need further clarification or see something
that they would like to discuss further with the researcher.
Coding for racial representation entails categorizing the character based on their racial
identifier (just once for each character, do not count every scene they are in). After their
race is identified, the coder will then categorize the character based on their importance
in the episode per the “role” subcategory below. See the section on racial representation
for further guidance on how each role is properly categorized.

§

V2: Coders will note which main character (Hannah, Jessa, Marnie, Shoshanna) appeared
nude (breasts, buttocks, and/or genitals) and will then determine the overall tone of the
scene as being positive, negative, or neutral. See the section on nudity for further explicit
definitions on what positive, negative, or neutral scenes might look like.

§

V3: Coders will record problem-solving by noting whether a main character solved their
own problem independently (by marking Y for YES) or whether a main character did not
solve their own problem independently (by marking N for NO). Problems of interest for
this study are expanded on in greater detail in the section on agency listed below.
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For example, if Jessa solves a marital problem herself, the coder would make note that it
was the character Jessa who exercised this agency, and would mark “Jessa: Y” in the
marital box provided on the coding sheet. If a problem remains unresolved, the coder can
make a special note signifying that they do not believe the problem was ever really
resolved. Unresolved problems do not count as problem-solving, given that they were left
without a proper resolution. See the section on agency below for further guidance on how
to determine what problem-solving looks like.
Variable Operational Definitions
V1: Racial representation – Indicate the race of every character in an episode that has at least a
line. Be careful to only mark each character once, and not each time they are on screen in a new
scene.
1) Racial identifier: The race of the character
a. African-American/black
b. Asian-American/Asian
c. Caucasian/white
d. Latino/Latina
e. Native American
f. Other (Any race that is not provided above)
2) Role: The level of importance the character served
a. Main: Integral to the plot development, in several scenes.
b. Supporting: Not necessarily integral to the plot, but has more than just a few lines
and is present in more than one scene.
c. Background: Any character that says at least one line. Please note that a character
in the background of a scene without any lines is not considered a background
character.
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V2: Nudity – Mark each scene a main character appears naked in. After taking note of the
nudity, then determine the overall mood of the scene as being positive, negative, or neutral.
1) Is a main character (Hannah, Jessa, Marnie, Shoshanna) naked (includes breasts,
buttocks, or genitals) during:
a. Sex/sexual situation: The character is depicted either engaging in sexual
intercourse.
b. Non-sexual situation: Any situation where the character is naked that does not
involve sexual intercourse or any other sexual act.
2) Is the situation in which the character is naked viewed mostly as:
a. Positive: Character appears happy; they may receive verbal or non-verbal positive
feedback from anyone around them who sees them naked during that scene. An
example of positive verbal feedback would be the character receiving a
compliment about their body, i.e. “You have nice breasts.” Nonverbal positive
feedback might include another character appearing thrilled when the main
character in question disrobes.
b. Negative: Character may appear unhappy or may be experiencing an unpleasant
situation while naked. An unpleasant situation might be a depressive episode, a
breakup, a fight with a friend or family member. These unpleasant situations
might’ve occurred before the main character appears in the following scene
naked. They may also receive verbal or non-verbal negative feedback from
anyone around them who sees them naked during that scene. An example of
negative verbal feedback might be an insult about the character’s body, i.e. “You
look fat.” Nonverbal feedback might include a cringe in response to the character
disrobing.
c. Neutral: There is nothing particularly or overwhelmingly positive or negative
about the situation where the character is naked during that scene. Neutral can be
selected if the coder is not quite sure how to categorize the mood of the scene.
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V3: Agency – Coders should note which of the main characters listed is experiencing a problem.
This should be noted in the box on the coding sheet that best describes the problem, i.e.
romantic, financial, et cetera. The coder should then note whether the main character
successfully solved their own problem independently or not in the same box.
1) A main character (Hannah, Jessa, Marnie, Shoshanna) independently solves their own
problem. The coder should simply indicate whether a character did solve their own
problem independently (Y) or a character did not solve their own problem independently
(N). An indicator that the character solved their problem would be if the character was
expressing a crisis, i.e., their unemployment that is making it hard to get by. If the
character then decides to start taking job interviews, they are in the process of solving
their own problem, which is a financial one in this example, since they explained that
they are in need of money.
The types of problems coded for are as follows:
a. Marital: Problems relating to a married couple, be it an argument or separation.
b. Psychological: An internal conflict that a character is facing—could be an
overwhelming feeling/expression of uncertainty, anxieties, concerns, dilemmas.
c. Romantic: A relationship that is not platonic is having some sort of issue or
disagreement. There is a sense of a strained relationship typically.
d. Health: This encompasses both mental or physical health. If a character is ill and
not coping or needs medical attention.
e. Beauty: Relating to cosmetic products for face, hair, or body. Any enhancing
product that is used to boost a character’s appearance. If an outside character
insists on helping a main character with their makeup, that would fall into this
category.
f. Financial: If a character expresses a need for money or if they ask another
character for aid in their financial endeavors.
g. Danger: The character could potentially be hurt or is expressing fear.
h. Moral: An issue of right versus wrong.
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i. Interpersonal Relations: This encompasses both friendships and family
relationships. If there is distress or an argument between friends or family
members.
j. Community: An event that is bigger than just one character, this would have to
concern the overall area where the character lives.
k. Education: Advancements in education whether through seeking a degree, not
feeling educated enough for a certain position, et cetera.
l. Career: A character expresses needing a new character, needing more
responsibilities at work. A character pursuing a better job through a job interview.
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Coding Sheet
Episode (Identify season, episode number, and
episode title):

Racial Representation
*If unsure of a character’s race, please verify the actor’s
race and code their race accordingly.

Racial identifier*
African-American/black
Asian-American/Asian
Caucasian/white
Latino/Latina
Native American
Other

Please only record the role of any non-white character.

Role
Main: Integral to the episode’s plot progression
Supporting: Not necessarily integral to the plot, but
has more than just a few scenes/lines
Background: Any character that says at least one line

Nudity
Main characters

Hannah

Jessa

Naked during
sex/sexual situation
Naked in a nonsexual situation

The situation where a main character is naked is
described as either positive, negative, or neutral
Positive
Negative
Neutral

Shoshanna

Marnie
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Agency (Women’s Empowerment)
Mark yes (Y) or no (N) in any problem type that is
depicted in each episode, indicating whether a main
character (Hannah, Jessa, Shoshanna, Marnie) solved
their own problem independently or if they did not
solve their own problem independently.
Note: A “problem” is a disagreement, difficulty, and/or an
unsatisfactory condition that a main character encounters.
Marital
Psychological (Internal conflict, not mental health
disorder)
Romantic
Health
Beauty
Financial
Danger
Moral
Interpersonal Relations (Family/Friends)
Community
Education
Career
Peirce (1997)

62
Episode List

Season 1
Season 2

Episode &
Title
3 “All
Adventurous
Women Do”
2 “I Get
Ideas”

Episode &
Title
5 “Hard
Being Easy”

Episode &
Title
6 “The
Return”

Episode &
Title
9 “Leave Me
Alone”

Episode &
Title
10 “She
Did”

5 “One
Man’s
Trash”
4 “Dead
Inside”

8 “It’s Back”

10
“Together”

5 “Only
Child”

7 “Beach
House”

10 “Role
Play”
8 “Tad &
Loreen&
Avi &
Shanaz”

Season 3

1 “Females
Only”

Season 4

1 “Iowa”

3 “Female
Author”

4 “Cubbies”

7 “Ask Me
My Name”

Season 5

3 “Japan”

6 “The Panic
in Central
Park”

8
“Homeward
Bound”

9 “Love
Stories”

Season 6

2 “Hostage
Situation”

3 “American
Bitch”

5
“Gummies”

8 “What
Will We Do
This Time
About
Adam?

Episode &
Title

10 “Home
Birth”

